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THE NEED OF A NEW APOLOGETIC : FROM THE 
POINT OF VIEW OF PRACTICAL THEOLOGY. 



By Rev. William P. Merrill, 
Pastor Sixth Presbyterian Church, Chicago. 



The chief concern of the church and ministry of any age must 
be evangelization; not in the narrow sense in which that word has 
become tied to a certain set of theological notions, and certain 
methods of appeal. But the work of church and ministry must 
be so to present Christ and his gospel, in the message of the pulpit 
and in the life of the church, as to attract the greatest num- 
ber, and win their most hearty allegiance. The power of the 
Christian church, its very right to exist, depend upon its con- 
viction that in Christianity there is something of supreme value, 
not to be found elsewhere. Every sermon should offer that. 
Every church in its life and work should bear testimony to that. 

This is the practical point of view. From that point of view, 
do we need a new apologetic? In the message we ministers 
deliver, in the silent appeal of the church's life, is there need of 
a stronger presentation of the meaning of Christianity to the 
individual life and to the progress of society ? The answer will 
depend on what we think as to the further question: Is the 
church at present attracting all the men and women it should, 
and winning from them all the enthusiasm it should have ? My 
opinion is that it is a long way from doing this. To my mind the 
most serious religious problem of today is in the fact that the church 
is a factor of lessening importance in the lives of good people — 
morally good, helpfully good, aggressively good people. And 
the greatest need is such a presentation of Christianity as shall 
make it the chief object in the hearts of such people. 

I know that that statement is open to debate. I have made 
it before and have been earnestly opposed. But more thought 
confirms my opinion that it is true. Of course, I know that some 
surface indications are the other way ; church membership has 
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grown five times as fast as the population of the country, 
benevolence four times as fast as the country's wealth, and all 
that. But this is more than a matter of figures. It is a ques- 
tion of the place of the gospel and the church in the hearts of 
leading men and women, leading in ethical standards, in helpful 
activity, in thought. And I believe that there is an increasing 
number of such leading men and women whose membership in the 
church is not the chief thing to them, means little if any more 
to them than their membership in the art institute, or the 
orchestral association, or the women's clubs. 

A talk some months ago with a leader in the church was 
very suggestive to me. He said that in his judgment, society 
was getting purer and better, the social conscience was much 
stronger, but personal religion seemed dying out. "My father," 
said he, "used every morning to retire to a little room and 
spend at least half an hour in prayer and meditation. I lately 
visited my brother. He is a good man, is more sensitive to 
ethical considerations and more alive to public duties, I think, 
than even my father was ; but he never takes time for private 
prayer, and, though a member of the church, seldom attends its 
worship." I asked him what was to become of the church in 
case this development went on. He thought it must take a 
place of lessening importance. He seemed to feel that this 
would not make a great difference, so long as the world was get- 
ting practically and morally better. I cannot share this feeling. 
I believe the greatest loss an individual can experience is the 
loss of personal religion, the meeting of his spirit with God's 
Spirit ; and the greatest loss in society would be the loss of 
organized religion, the worship and the work of the church. 
And so I believe we need urgently some way by which we may 
win back the first place for Christianity, not simply for Christian 
ethics, but for ttte Christian religion. 

There are many ways in which such a practical apologetic is 
needed. Let me mention three, dealing with salvation, the 
spiritual life, and the social value of the church. Greater clearness 
and power in these would insure greater results in evangeliza- 
tion. We need, first, to show that salvation is something defi- 
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nite, practical, and vital ; second, to show that the spiritual life 
is real, is vitally connected with Christ and his gospel, and is 
sane, not mystic or occult ; and third, to show that the church 
has a function of supreme importance in society. 

I cannot attempt to suggest how these needs may be met. I 
am not a specialist in theology, psychology, or sociology. But 
I know from my own working experience as a minister that 
these needs exist. Believing in Christ and his gospel as the 
supreme thing for individual and society, wishing to present him 
so as to win men, seeing the very ones who ought to crown him 
their king indifferent to him, I feel that I need some way of 
making clear and attractive to them these vital matters of salva- 
tion, the spiritual life, and the social value of the church. 

The first need is to show that salvation is something definite, 
practical, and vital. I use the word "salvation" in a loose 
sense, to denote that which is offered in the gospel, that which 
we present to men in our preaching. The man who has 
"accepted Christ," the man who "is a Christian" has something. 
What is it ? 

Here we break down. Of ten preachers, probably five would 
give different answers, and the other five would have no answer 
to make. I read a paper lately on the question : " What is Sal- 
vation ? " and of the dozen men present, only one agreed in 
general with my view, and no two of the others were agreed at 
all. Yet we were all men whose business it was to preach and 
to offer salvation through Christ to men. Is there, in Christ- 
ianity, something definite, practical, and of first importance 
which a man can find there, and cannot find elsewhere ? In 
the confusion of the answer is the secret of the powerlessness 
of our evangelistic work. What use is it to urge a thoughtful 
man to come to Christ for salvation, when, if he should come to 
the preacher and ask, "Just what is this salvation, just what do 
I secure when I become a Christian ? " he could get no intel- 
ligible answer ? 

The great evangelists of the past had no such uncertainty. 
To those who listened to Edwards and Finney, salvation meant 
deliverance from hell, from fire as merciless and as real as 
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that which rained from Mount Pelee. But that idea of salva- 
tion has no power now. It is a simple fact that the word 
"hell" once found its principal use in sermons, but now it is 
used most frequently in the columns of jokes in the papers. 

Do you clear the matter up by. saying that salvation is 
" from sin ? " That sounds better, but what does it mean ? 
That the Christian is always moral, and the unbeliever always 
immoral ? The facts are against such a statement, That the 
Christian is not counted as a sinner in the sight of God ? That 
does not appeal to the ethically sensitive man of today, who 
cares little what he is counted, and everything for what he is. 
Do you make the matter much clearer when you say that salva- 
tion means " character ? " Can you put any sharp strong mean- 
ing into that ? Has it any vital connection with the person and 
work of Christ, and the truth of his gospel, and with faith in 
Him ? Is the preaching of the gospel anything more than the 
teaching of ethics ? If so, what ? Shall we fly with Dr. McCon- 
nell to the theory of conditional immortality ? Shall we find 
the answer in the life of fellowship with God ? 

These questions may indicate the deeply felt need of a new 
statement here, a conception of salvation definite enough, prac- 
tical enough, vitally important enough, to attract to Christ those 
before whom it is set. I believe many besides myself are wait- 
ing for the man who can give that question, " What is Salva- 
tion ? " not a final answer (for that is impossible), but the 
answer we need in and for our own time. 

The second great need is a clear statement about the whole 
matter of the spiritual life. Here is the very core of Christ- 
ianity as we apprehend it today. We differ in our creeds, but 
evangelical Christians are agreed as to the reality and import- 
ance of the spiritual life. We are turning more and more from 
the legal, formal presentations of Christianity to the vital and 
spiritual. The Holy Spirit, the indwelling Christ, fellowship 
with God — these and like phrases are used in this day as 
never before. One of the first things in amending the con- 
fession of faith of the Presbyterian church was to insert a 
chapter on " The Holy Spirit," and the spiritual life. Our 
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fathers left that out. To us it is the heart of Christianity. 
The line of poetry most quoted now I believe is Tennyson's 
" Speak to Him, thou, for He hears, and Spirit with Spirit 
can meet." 

We rejoice in this. It is a transfer of emphasis from 
theology to religion. It is a help toward an answer to that 
first question : " What is Salvation ? " For we feel that an 
answer in terms of spiritual life will be more true and appealing 
than one in terms of circumstance here or hereafter. 

Yet here too is not the strong, keen-sighted apologist 
needed ? He must discriminate against counterfeits, loose, 
unworthy notions of spiritual life. Occult and mystic systems 
abound. It is needful to heed John's exhortation, and " try 
the spirits whether they be from God, for many false spirits 
are come into the world." There is danger that the thought- 
less will mistake personal emotion for the Spirit of God. 
There is danger that the thoughtful, the man we most want 
to reach, will confound the spiritual experience of the Christ- 
ian with these forms of mysticism and pantheism. There 
have always been those who have held that the spirit of 
man is an emanation from the Spirit of God. There is dan- 
ger that cool, sensible men and women will come to think 
that the Spirit of God is simply an emanation from the spirit 
of man, that all the experiences of the spiritual life of the 
Christian, whether in the negro convert, or in Augustine and 
Paul, are but psychical phenomena, explainable by the laws of 
mental science. 

That there is a difference some of us certainly believe. 
And if there is a difference, it can be and should be stated. 
My spiritual life is communion with another Person than 
myself. Moses's fellowship with God was something more than 
Thomson Jay Hudson would make of it — passages between 
his subjective and objective mind. That psychical processes 
are used, that much can be explained and brought under 
natural law, we are all confident. Yet we need clear statement 
and proof that the spiritual life of the Christian is a reality, 
that another Spirit than his own is concerned in it ; and we 
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need clear discrimination between all forms of occultism and 
mysticism, and the sane, normal Christian experience of fellow- 
ship with God. 

The third need is perhaps the greatest and most apparent 
— to make clear that the church has a function in society, a 
part of supreme importance to play in human progress and well- 
being. 

If there is such indifference to Christ and his gospel as I 
have indicated, is not much of it due to the feeling that the 
church, while of some value for historic associations, and helpful 
in the culture of the spiritual life, is not playing a part of first 
importance in society ; that it has a value along with art, and 
music, and pure literature ? If men and women feel in that way, 
it is not strange that they belong to the church as to a club, 
with little more enthusiasm, and with no thought of consecra- 
tion. What could better rouse their enthusiasm for the church 
than to show that it has a great object and mission, vital to the 
interests of society ? 

I need not remind you that many are criticising the church 
severely as useless, as having lost the spirit of brotherhood, as 
indifferent to working people, as unable to thrive in the 
slums and to make an impression there ; as dead to the urgent 
social questions of the day, and following rather than leading in 
needed reforms. I am not indorsing these statements ; I think 
they are not wholly fair. The man who says the sole business 
of the church is to convert the individual lives that compose 
society, is as near the truth as the man who would have the 
church merely a Christian socialism sanctioned by religion. 
Yet there is no doubt that if the church could in some way show 
by acts and life that it has a definite and immensely important 
social mission, that it is the best instrument of social helpful- 
ness, and most of all to the poorest and weakest, if it could 
show itself the chief of all forces making for better and happier 
living, it would win the allegiance of many who now are indiffer- 
ent, or antagonistic, to it. 

But we need to have the way pointed out. I believe most of 
the ministers of today realize the seriousness of this question, 
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and are praying for light. 1 believe the church is not indiffer- 
ent to the masses, but only uncertain. It realizes its failure to 
reach those most in need more bitterly than do the masses 
themselves, or the critics of the church. But it waits to know 
what to do, what path to take. Are the settlements pointing 
out to us the true way, and is the Institutional Church the right 
response to make to the need ? Is something more radical 
necessary, a Protestant order of St. Francis vowed to poverty 
and service of the poor, serving in a new spirit and form of 
consecration ? Professor Harnack hints that this is needed, 
that missionaries and mission workers should take the tenth 
chapter of Matthew as their rule of life. Do we find the right 
guides in the ministers who are going to factories and other great 
business centers, and there preaching to the workingmen and 
reaching them personally ? Is Dr. Strong the true prophet, and 
does he point out what is truly to be the " next great awaken- 
ing" ? This at least is clear to us that the ministry and the 
church must be consecrated as never before to real social ser- 
vice ; there must be less following Christ for selfish reasons, and 
more taking up of the cross. But who will show us the way ? 

I believe the heart of the church would gladly respond to the 
right call. And I believe the world would respond to such a 
ministry. Bishop Winnington Ingram, of London, is the greatest 
living apologist in this line. By his work, by his sacrifices, he 
has found great influence, not only in winning the masses, but 
in winning the cultured, the indifferent, because they see in him 
the representative of a Christianity that is a social force. The 
church must become, not in name, but in fact, the greatest 
brotherhood on earth, the greatest instrument for truth, 
righteousness, and love in society. That will best commend 
Christ and his gospel to a world keenly alive to social condi- 
tions ethically sensitive, and indifferent to religion largely 
because organized religion seems dragging behind rather than 
leading, in the effort to realize the brotherhood of man. 

Among the leaders of religious and ethical thought today 
there are two strong parties, which do not see, from the 
point of view of practical theology, any need for a new apolo- 
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getic. To each of them the message the pulpit should proclaim, 
and the path the church should take, are perfectly clear. On 
the one side are those who feel that all we need do is to stop 
preaching theology and begin to teach ethics ; to enthrone 
Jesus the Carpenter and Social Reformer rather than Christ the 
Savior of the soul ; and to make our churches less a means of 
worship and more a means of social service. On the other side 
are those who tell us that social service is apart from the true 
mission of the church, that all we need is to stop relying on 
methods and organization and sociology, to preach the " Old 
Gospel," to call men to come to the Savior, and to pray for the 
" power of the Holy Spirit." 

But many of us feel that the path is clear to each of these 
only because each is blind to some of the difficulties in the way. 
With the first, we feel that the church should be the greatest 
power for social progress, for brotherhood, and it is our earnest 
desire to know how to make it such. Yet, with the second, we 
feel that Christianity is more than a social order, that the 
supreme thing in it is God's life awakening the soul's life. We do 
need to preach the "Old Gospel," only let us be sure that 
it is indeed old — not simply middle-aged. Without the gospel of 
Christ all the ethics, the teachings, the attempts at brotherhood 
are but the corpse of Christianity, not its living self. Yet with- 
out the social activity, the brotherhood, our gospel preaching is 
but the disembodied spirit of Christianity. What we want is the 
spirit of Christianity, the spirit of Jesus, the spirit that was in 
the apostles, so embodied in social helpfulness that the world 
shall see and feel it to be the mightiest of known forces, and so 
shall honor it. And we long and pray for the men who shall 
have sufficient wisdom, both spiritual and practical, to show us 
the way. 



